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ABSTRACT :

One reason the field of education research is so
vague is that there is no specific methodology that belongs to such
research. Policy makers and people who appropriate funds would get a
clearer idea of what research can contribute to an understanding of
schools, colleges, students, and teachers if the research community
were clearer about what it does. The volume and diversity of the
products of research on education have not helped the effort to
improve the quality of that research. A major problem for education
policy—-makers and practicing educators and for persons who use their

.Skills in other disciplines. to seek new truths about education is

their inability *o communicate with each other. The problems that
worry educators and for which they seek definitive answers through
research are vastly complex and cannot be compared to technological
problems. In education the fundamental units that are dealt with are
individual human beings whose behavior is influenced by differing
inheritances, by verjed experiences in life, and by feelings and
attitudes that are uhpredictable and changing. Information about
human beings cannot be fed into computers with the expectation that
the calculations about them will have the predictability. that the
laws of gravity will produce when fed into the same computers. Social
and behavioral sciences have their limitations in the field of
education. (SK)
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Of all the subjects that I know very little abou-t, the one that has caused
me the most trouble has been education research. The reason is that I; like
many others who have had various administrative and policy roles in education,
have begn uaable to ignore it. At the same time I have been continually
perplexed about what éducation research was suggesting can be done to improve
schools and colleges and to enhance their services to students. Inuspiée of this
puzzling aspect of 'education reseaqrch, it appears to be a growing enter prise
with more participants and m-ore publications everv year. And although, as
is already evident, I have some reservations ab;mt this mushrooming establishment,

I have a growing suspicion that its persistant presence is at least important and

perhaps even useful. .

Having uttered this pronouncement as my basic judgment about an activity

that occupies the time of most of you gathered here, I feel like a slightly
perfumed skunk at a lawn party. Perhaps the best thing I could do now would
be to creep off into i:hga buéhes and listen to the uproar about what I have just

said. But before I do that, let r;le take a few moments of your time to comment

first of all on the nature , quantity, and quality of education research and




inside the tent spitting out than outside the tent spitting in." - —
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. . .
A

secondly on the problems of communication among educators, researchers,
and others concerned with education. While these remarks may be of little
or no use to education researchers, fhey co_uid help thosbe. ngo are trying{ to
understand them and might even lead to greater acceptance and suppo=t of 4

Tt
their endeavors.

£

Iam grateful to your organization for giving me the ,opportunity for
these observations and for allowing me the privilege of your platfc;ljm. Perhaps
the way for you to regard ms; presence "here is in the spirit of an expression of
Lyndon Johnson who, when pressed by advisors not to appoint a certain

controversial person tc an important job, observed "it's better to have him

The first, and perhaps most basic, gquestion I have is whether there is
any such thing as "education ﬂre'search. " Certainly there is no special
methodolcéy that belongs to such research. I doubt that we here could agree
on a set of concepts or theories that would give it a coherant body of knowledge.
If these observations are correct, wouldn't it be a gooci idea to clearcup this
muddle and to stop aching as if the&_‘re is a separate discipline with its own mystique
called "educati’on fesearch ?" My guess is that policy makers and people who

appropriate funds to support research on subjects related to eduéation, pEople

ranging from Congressmen to local school board members, would get a clearer

N
\

idea of what research can contribute to our understanding of schools, colleges,
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students, and teachers if the research community were clearer about what it
does. And that, it seems to me, is very simple--it uses the tools, concepts
and theories of inquiry provided by numerous disciplines to examine various

ya's pecf.;s of education.

Research in education gets done no differently t};an regearch on any other
br?ad topic by using. different ways of knowing tct. discover new knowiédge.
Classified in ovgrsimplifi_ed'fashion‘,‘ these wa\yS of knowing break dow‘n into
three types basedbupon the division of the disciplines. intp the natural angl
physical sciences, the.social and behavioral sciences, a*q‘d the arts and humanities.

Each of these has different 'ways of knowing, " although there are important

common clements among them and blurred distinctions separating them. So

when we talk about education research, we are really talking about what specific
g

disciplines ~-biology or sociology or history, to use one éxample from eqtil way

of knowing-~can discover about education. . o

Following this line of reasoning, I am not willing to admit that there

. is such a thing as an "educationist, ' although I have, upon occasion, been “

i N
accused of being one. The only definition I can think of for such an animal would

hbe that an educationist is a pofson interested in education but without training

 in a discipline that would provide a way of knowing about it.

wr

This argument may seem to you painfully obvious and essentially

unneccssary. But I submit that it has important implications both for the training

[
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of those who engage in Tesearch about education as well ‘as for the support and

.

nurture of their work after they are trained. It has implications also for the

. . . o .
quality of the.work done Jn the name of education research.

In :saying ihese things I am not trying to stir up a controversy with those“
who are busily advocating a "science of education, " meanix%g thereby an enhanced

professionalism among those who examine seriously the broad field of education,

B! wbuld be the last to want a confrontation with ?iaget; whose work I admire and

whose institute we at the Ford Foundation have supported for many years. At

the same time I must call to the attention of those advocating a science of education
N Ps

e

an article in the Public Administration Review for April of 1976 entitled

- ’
.

"Toward a Science of Baseball." There they will find the following observations

reported: . X . ) a
"Given the nature of our times, it should come as no surprise .
that the baseball profession, with a grant from NIMH [National i
Institute of Mental Health], seeks to make the playing of baseball - . °
into a pure science. Accordingly, the baseball managers, players,
owners and fans have met with a distinguished group of scientists
' from many disciplines. Included amo'ng the scientists were
physicists, chemists, physiologists, psychologists, scientific
managerists, political scientists, management scientists,
welfare economists, public (collective) choice specialists and
others.... .They[the'physicists] were confident that a'theory
of baseball could be constructed using Basic Newtonian laws of
‘mechanics and motion.... There was much enthusiasm *#
expressed for this solution, and a motion to adjourn the meeting
was entertained, But a representative of the Sine Nomine School
. of Scientific Management...made the point 'th\at. . .time and motion
studies- could scientifically determine the 'one best way' to steal )
a base~-or anything else the game inVolves... {and] that scientific
management was necessary to theory construction., ..At this point )
the physicists inexplicabl_}_' arose and left the conference center and

- ]
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never returned....The owners of the baseball teams took 3
exception to the 'winning' objective postulated by the management
gcientists. They ‘said that the objective of baseball-was not to <
win games but to make money by selling TV advertisting time. ...}
The psychologists, socmlog1 5ts, s0c1al—psycholo,¢;'1st;syx
orgamzat10na1—psycholog1sts and the organizational-social-
psychologists, Stressed the need that any model of baseball must
take into cons1derat10n the human heirarchy of need....In the . e
midst of all this criticism‘the management scientists walked -
out of the meeting. They later formed their own organization--
The National Institute of Baseball Management, Administration,
and Policy Sciences, Etc. They also received a grant from -
’ NIMH. ...The collective (public) choice scientists. ..eclaimed
. that by qmprovmg on welfare ecox:gmxcs they could construct
* a theory of baseball that would bring optimum distribution ‘of g
happiness to everyone concerned....Players would be given
"show biz lessons and assured’lucrative TV contracts....The ) L
government through NIMH would subsidize any team operating .
in the red [to please owners] ....In the midst of the turbulence
that followed, the famous baseball player, Shirley Terreberry, ‘
was heard to ask, 'Who's on first?' " R

Nor am I seeking an argument with~ those many persons who write
. - . ® \.
articles drawing analogies between medicine and education in the hope that some

of the prestige and financial rewards of the former will rub off on the latter,
“although I think that these analogies are frequently pushed too far. Iam simply
¢ “ 1
saying that for understanding education and for analyzing its numerous issues,

‘
£2 A )

3

ranging from now to pay for it to how it inculcates values; the strength of ’

research activity lies in the tradlitional ‘disciplines of the séiences, social

(4

sciences, apd humanities.

[ . - . ) * ‘.
This argument of toursé should not lead us to believe that what goes on *

f

in a c¢lassroom or in the places where debates on educationa} policy are being
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conducted consists of phenomena perfectly amenable to what different -
disciplines have to say. To cite just a few examples, the economist's
vocabularly does not include the word perception, the psy—chologist's does

not. deal with resource allocation, the biologist's with power and the political ) .

scientist's with motivation. Yet all these concepts are importént \:/hen we deal

" with education. But the day of rigorous interdisciplindry research has not °

yet arrived, I am afraid, and limited as :the views of specifjc digciplines may
A} 2 N 3

be, they do seem to give us considerable insight. No doubt we shall grow more
BN
skillful in the futuxe in the difficult task of integrating the work of several

disciplines into results with a meaning that reaches beyond the sum of its partsf.
. ) .

-

Where does this viewpoint leave all the ;;eople who holﬂd degrees.as

- ... Doctors of Ediication ? 1 hope that it has‘ them slightly disturbed, but not
. : . =~

necessarily considering suicide. They are persons who know a considerable

-a_.mount about etlucation, having studied it in‘an organized way over a period of _
time. They should be useful in training teachers, advising on policy choices,

. -
and generally seeing that schools and colleges proceed-with an adequate .

-«
4

knowleﬁdge of their paét sins and current problems. Also, they should be useful

N

on the research front, but their usefulness in research will be determined in

large part by their mastery of one or more of the scholarly disciplines.

A good historian like Lawrence Cremin or David Tyack can illuminate

<

%

cducation through research primarily because he is a competent historian.

Clark Kerr is first of all an economist and Scotty Campbell a“political scientist. .

~

-
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It is fortunate that they have applied much.of théi-r energy to education.,

"

Ralph Tyler, who has waded in the waters of education for so long tuat some

. g o .
people consider him an educationist, is acquainted with many disciplines, but

he started as a psychologist. That disciplin% provides the touchsto&e for the
validity of his research. James Coleman is a sociologist; Kenrfth Clark is a

social psychologist. Some of these persons have more than a nodding

kKl

- ~
acquaintance with several disciplines, bul all of them mastered one first and

grew from there. <

People who can make a first-rate contribution to research on education,

or on anything else for that matter, cdome to the job with a first-rate set of tools
N\ B

and a disciplined way to think about problems. One reason that there is’ such

a large volume of second- and third-rate research about education is that

there are a great mary people engaged in that work with dull tools, or no tools »
. .
at all, or in a state of confusion bhecause they are attémpting to use many tools

1

simhltaneously and haven't mastered any of them. One of the potential hazards

-

of becoming a Doctor of Education is that the pfocesses by which such doctorates

are created lend themselves to the dilution of the disciplines.

AY

) : ' : »

Education holds no monopoly in the field of poor research. Tuzzy work
goes on in the sciences and other disciplines as well as in other professional (

fields such as medicine and religion. But I have the distinct impression that

~
3

most of these other professional fields and practicélly all disciplines have

*




'iq second-rate research in medicine knew they were doing gexactly that. I don't

education without doing as much as they should have to develop its quality.

ERIC system (ERIC stands for Education Research Information Cex{ter) .

-

managed better than education to recoghize what is shoddy and what is not. In
recént years, as one of my extracurricular duties for the Ford Foundation, I
. P . ’

£
took an excursion into medicine, when we made a large grant to a hospital.

s .

In overseeing this exercise, I discovered the refreshing fact that people engaged

/

-* 4 -
find the same open recognition of levels bt quality in re¢search on education.
But other activities besides inadequate tools and theories.have.
encouraged poor research. Let me plead guilty to participation in two of thése . 1

4

that have made their contribution to enhancing the amount of research on

) )
The first is the rapid increase in the 1960s of federal.support for research on

ed!'.lcati‘on. and the sccond is a special byproduct'of that support known as the

o

@
S

The story of the gréwth of the federal initiative in supﬁorting research
on cducation is yet to be told in any comprchensive way. Bits and pieces of it
have appeared in articles and books. Milbrey Wallin McLoungin's récen‘b

®
volume, Evaluation and Reform, has somg interesting sidelights on the uszs

and abuses of research by the federal bureaucracy us it confronted evaluation

a

t

problems. The Congrpssioﬁa‘l hearings on 3he National Institute c;f Education

»
L

provide a critique of what had gone before, I can't even pretend to cover all

this ground, but [ do fhave some impressions wij:h.the advantage of hindsight.

[ ¢

.
3
?e - o
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The-strongest of these is that the United States, Office of Education ’
. ‘ t ’ . ’
moved too r:&idlguto Targe-scale support of research activity and was not ) *

] - -

able to control quality in the process. This should not be taken as an argument

. . " for restricting the present budget of the National Institute of Education. That
. . o B ~
agency is working its'way toward disciplining its grants fn a fashion that was not

A

¢ation when it built rapidly
%

typical’of the research program of the Office of Edu

to well over $100 million a yeal\‘ in the late 1960s and earl§ 1970s. : )
% - $ v ° ‘ - .
- But 'returning to my generalization that the federal effort started too ‘ )
large and failed to build a base‘of hig}; (}ual‘ity research, I have to gay at the ‘ ! .
same time that in the political étmo';phere of the 1960s it was next to impossible 4

to‘db anything else. A carefully designed, national program of educational

reseageh drawing upon leading scholars in the disciplineé who would apply

-~ v »
-

their talents to educational issues and slowly build from around $25 million a .

.

year to something over $100 milli'on was just not the wax'things got done in

‘the Johnson administration. Big ideas and big money and big promises about °

A -, >

&

results were the order ¢ the day. 'fhinking about th.e past record comparatively,

- <,

I can argue that all the money appropriated for cducation research in the 1960s

. . S ~ . . .
scarcely equalled the cost overrun on vne weapons system in the Defense Departnient »,
: . ) »
and raise a question about why anyone should worry about small waste when large .
.  waste was so evident. But after all fhese excuses, I still have to say as a

]

somewhat chagrined Monclaj'( morning quarterback, that we, could have built a._

8 - ’
stronger foundation in the early years.

.10




My one comment on the ERIC system is“ that if it had started witha * »

{ 4

stronger element of’quaiity control and less' concern with coverage, it 'w.o.uld

‘n‘ow be a better §hdw. Not that it isn't useful, and its brief studies.on

¢ ., ' 5

particular issues

arc excellent. But at th_e touch of a computen.button, one | -

- -

learns more than | one cares or‘heeds to about what's in print on most education~

a

related subjects. Irealize, of course, that there is a process of selection

*
v

for what is reported by ERIC. I wonder whether it would be possible to -

. develop.a process of grading. -

P

A second reason that education avoids separating the gofd from the -

’

-

dross in its research activities is found in its efforts~in the 1960s to
~

’include". everyone in education. This had its impact in the research field

and resulted in the false notion ihat a very large number of persox;s; could do

]

quality work in research on education. This fallacy still persists, a}thoug}{ it

« - .

has been diluted to some extent by the dismal results ¢f promoting wide

-~

participation and egalitafianism in an enterprise that dqpeﬁdé upon intellectual

power Snd well trained expei'ase in the major disciplines. Education research

?

has invited the Indians to x‘ﬁing'le with the Chiefs and in doing so has lost some .of
71 * : LA
its capacity to distinguish between them.

-

“
B LI A

0y
L . -

More i;nportantly the volume and diversity of the products”of research
/ ’ . ~ °
: 7 . .
on education have not helped the effort to improve the quality of that research.
N . Y . . >

- L)

. T have-the distinct irapression that scholarship in physics,. in eéo'nomics, in art

criticism, or in medicine, to name only a few fields, 4s more effectively self-

» t

P




'r'egulating than in educhtionf The networks of criticié'm in'thiese arenas operate

. embracc the unique_\iess of states and of cities wi:thin states. There is some’

result is to sprml\le, scarce funds over wide areas where too high a proportlon

4 v L. .o,
.

. ¥ -11 - ) )

L [

-

more effectlvely, the. scholarly ]ournals may be, as Humerous as théy are in

. Y

2 o
educatmr/ but I suspect that there is a. much clearer understandmg about which .
. * i
of ;hem are eignificanf. o . A s -
) ' - ’ ~ ) - K 2 Y
N - o 4

Yo v

This d1scussmn 1mphes that people engaged in research on educatmn haves -

a J(bb tp.do in puttmg their hoéuse in order. . My impression is that some of them

l\rm“ it and that part1cu1ar1y at the Natmnﬁl Institute l?f Education there is an

\\ L e

organized effort underway to identify high quality work and to build upon it. That.

»
> [} .

DI
. . -

job is not made any casier by the pressure exerted through tne politicﬁl“process:
. . ) o .

not to spend federal funds for education research where the greatest talents are .,/
> - w2 ~N

hut rather to spread them around so th?.t‘ everyone can have a little. An often

Y
- -

head argument that accompahies this prpgess is that educatioh problems in the-
3 . .fc f e 3

<

7
] - v ] - A .
United States are unique to particular placean our country so Ehat education

R - » " ’ > -
research services are neetted in each r8gion. This argument gets extended to .

.
' . v
.

\
- » .

truth in it but_not as much as we have made’ourselves believe, and the net
, 3 :
. . . . ;- oy

pf*them nﬁ‘e dsed badly rather th'm concentrating more of them where there is

talent. of high p;om\ise.‘ ,
. . . .. ' % " ) . s L

. ’

* A majox »prolile'm for cducation, policy makers and practicing educators

.

on the ‘one hand and for persons who use their skills in v_arioué disciplines to seek: -
- I3 R * . *

new truths about education on the other, is their itmbjlity to communicate- with
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each other. Economists, psychologists, and socipologists necessarily have

their own special vocabuiaries to convey concepts accurately and to lend
S

scientific validity to their work. In addition many disciplines employ mathematical
L . \

analysis with growing sophistication to produce new i}liights into problems and

“

\
issues in education. Neither the special vocabularies nox the mathematical
” L~ ]

analysis are understandable to a high proportion of the persons who conduct

or who are tes pongz:&bile for the day to day business of education.

There 1s, of course, nothing unique about j;his situation. Most of the
people who work in hospitals and public health aéendies or who are responsible
for the funds and policies that advance health‘programs haven't the foggiest

notion of what researchers in the bio—medical(ﬁeld are doing. The same is

truc of the application of science to military affairs. But the relatio—nship r

»

betweer research and educational activities is exbected to be different by the
practioners and policy makers in that field. They assume that research should

be relevant to the education system as they know it, and they assute further
. r

*
E

that it should be unclerstanglable to them. When it doesn't provide clear answers

. to issues that they confront or when they canhot under%gand the answers it

. @ .
provides, educators and €ducation policy makers tend to be both more critical

and more suspicious of the research enterprise than their counterparts in other

3
2

fields. ‘ o0

\ *One reason for this state of affairs is that everyone is intimately
- r M - t - %
acquainted with the edu€ation system and has his own judgments about it., Most
S - & .

’ * 2
.-

o Y
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of the persons working in or trying to decide about education h‘ave,~ a.fter all,
spent sixteen or more years in direct and intensive contacf: with schoolsoand
colleges. They think'they are auth(;rities! éo research studies that cion't
agree with their views or that are not cleﬁar or that can be understood only by

specialists are to them particularly annoying. In this sense research-about

&

g . .
educatioqg_gérates in an especially troublesome environment, while research

about oceanography or China or the solar system or the behavior of animals is

-relatively free to go its own way.

-

(Another reason for suspicion of the education research community is
b x N - - N
that it has insisfed on making trouble for itSelf by adopting a pseudo-scientific
way of falking about its own affairs. Since the economists, sociologists and

3

others seem to éain status by havihg their private idiom to communicate with

-~

each other, educators withoﬁt a solid abase in a true discipline hayé‘ developed
a languagé known as pedeguese or educatjonese. It‘ is filled with unnecessary
VOI‘bi?lgG; it has none of the rigor of the s;;ecial communication systems that

. :
good social scientists employ in dealing with each othor; and it consitutes the
“ﬁgieét form of obfuscation pracgiced in America today, with the possible

exception of the annual reports of corporations %’1nd the periodic predictions by

financial authorities of the future behavior of the stock market.

Educationese employs words like "ongoing' applied indescriminately.

It is dull and totally without merit. Moreover, it is singularly unimaginative.

Instead of creating its own expressions, it adopts cast-offs from elsewhere.
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Educators discovered the word "thrust" after it had been worn-out by everyone
else. It now permeates their dialogue. According to a publication I saw
recently, "the winner of this year"s THRUST award" is the sentence, "The

thrust of this paper will be toward two foci.'" I wonder whether education

research writers will ever return to using the word "classroom.'" It has been
replaced in their Writi'ng by the pretentious phrase "classroom situation, "
which adds no meaning but serves to persuade its user that he has said something

more ''meaningful, ' to use another favorite. But these are common sins of

many writers, It takes education researchers to devise such words as

—UdiTeationality, " “exfionentiation, ' and "allocentric."

e

While speaking in this vein, I do not want to let tl;e social and behavioral
scientists escape:a few jabs. Iam quité prepared to recognize that their spécial
fields require special vocabularies and that their methods of analysis have
implications for both the style and content of their communications, but I firmly
believe that they regularly commit many of the vsins I have attributed to ed‘ucatoré".
Prolixity is endemic among sociologists, and much of it is w.necessary.

Y

Whenever I see the prose ofl the great sociologis)t, Talcott Parsons, I think

»

how much greater.he might have been if he had employed an-editor. -

But simply suggesting that educators and researchers-use gbod English
is not enough. There is a genuine communications gap that has serious
implications for both the support of research and for its use. This gap is

illustrated by that controversial, large-scale research effort known as the

15

£
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"Coleman Report." That document has been used to oppose the desegregation
of the schools, to argue that more funds for education would not improve
learning, and to support the view that schools don't have much to do with

learning; it has been used also to defend the exact opposite of these three

b

propositions. It is, indeed, an all purpose document.

\Because T happened to be the then Ij'nited States Commissioner of
Education, it was my job to hold a press conference on this report at the time
cof itg glelivery to the Congress in early Jl‘xly of 1966. Not long ago I encountered
a member of the press who said he had never understood why I had seemed
nervous at this particular pres; conference when I neve;' seemed to be at

others. The answer was easy; I was conducting a press conference about

something I didn't understand. . . . -

One solution to this problem is simple. Don't appoint ignorant people
as Commissioner of Education. Bul the matter may nst be that simple. The
Commissioner of Education is one easily replaceable bureaucrat, but many of
the people who.work in the schools and who train teachers are more or less in

7

the same boat. Looking at them from the point of view of a serious researche_r,

[N

F. Raymond McKenna héd this to say in an article, in the February 1976

Phi Delta Kappan: '"The teacher-education establishment does not know what

to do with disciplined, scholarly research in education," I think he is probably
right, but to unload all of the "teacher-education establishment' along with the

ignorant Commissioner is going to make a big problem.

16 o
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Just one further anecdote on the Coleman study of 1966 to suggest that
the problem may be one that the scholarly res_earche;'s can't solve either,
After delivering the study to the Congress, where no attention was paid to it

until Senator Ribicoff discovered it as a potential source for some lively

hearings.some months"'lat’er,—‘t‘stm_‘té‘d”tb”wﬁﬁder wnetﬁer the Commissioner
(still me) should be doing anything about it. Since I cot_xldn't figure out Wh;It it
‘said, I invited some scholars to advise me. I have now forgotten the nz\a.mes
of the half do‘zen"people who spent a day in Washington in the summer of 1966
%‘ying to answer the question, ’."Should the Commissioner of Education do
anything different from what he has be';an"doing because pe has the results OE

‘ Jim Coleman's study ?" I do.remember that Profegsdr Philip Hauser of the

>
.

* University of Chicago and Professor Daniel Moynihan of Harvard were in the 9

group. But whoever was there, I found no agreement about what to do next,

and the only clear advice I reccived was that."'more research was n'ec;:aded; "

A
Pat Moynihan, always an ertrepreneur, was awarded a Carnegie grant to have
that research done at Harvard through a seminar. The result .was a book edited.
¥

by him and Frederick Mosteller, On Equality of Educational Oppoz tunity, 1972,

X Perhaps there is a lesson in the fact that the clearest statement I have seen
about the Coleman Report and the Moynihan, Mosteller book was done by a
newspaperman turned researcher named Gerald Grant. My suggestion to anyone - |

who wants to find out what Coleman, Moynihan, and Mosteller have to say is to (

., read Gerry Grant's article in the Harvard Educational Review of February 1972.
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In addition, Gerry Grant's piece is a wise overview_of the problems of using

survey research to examine policy issues in education.

¢

Enough reminiscing! It won't solve the problem of communication
between scholars and practitioners. This is a problem that all of us concerned

about education must keep in mrind and worry about. There are no quick

3 Y

solutions to it. It has its counterparts in other realms of reséarch and action,
. . ‘ \
. ’ \
but as I have saitl already, I think that the difficulties in education are especially.

detrimentalﬁto the interests of both research and the institﬁtions and studehts

SV

it ultimately serves. .=

We in the Ford Foundation sought a partial answer to this problem Ly

.a grant to an outfit calied the National Academy of Educati“on, a self-appointed

v

group of able(scholars interested in many aspects of reséarch' in education.

]

The grant is intended to help the Academy assist the public better to understand
such research. One of the activities the Academy launched with these funds
is the publication of special and timely reviews of significant education

research ﬂdocumc_ants. So far its efforts have resulted in a series of pamphlets

with many of the same problems of commupicétion th. original research had.

»

Maybe we should have given these funds to some journalists.

»

Those of us who engage in research on education and those of us who

support it with either public or private funds sfmuld be more modest than we
J N . . >

~

have been about the potentials of such research for solving all the problems of

-
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schools, colleges, and students. Tke "can do" syndroxﬁe'that characterizeo
research and development in technclogical fields has infﬂi‘a;ed research on

fod
education. If we cango to the moon through the miraclesf R&D, then why on .

~

earth can't we figure out what is the most advantageous class size or the -

results of increasing expenditures on schools or the effects of integration or
> . ﬁ-\

how to teach children to read ?

The answer is, of course, Jfhat these problems which worry educators

P

and for which they seek difinitive answers through research are vastly. more
complex than the relatively simple matter of going to the moon. In education
the fundamental units with which we deal are individual human beings whose

behavior is iriflucgnced by differing inheritanc_:es, by varied experiences in life,

Y
"and by feelings and aj:titudes that are unpredictable and changing as life

experience changes. InIormation;'about human beings cannot be put ini:o

computers with the expecization that calculations about them will have the
predictability that the laws of gravity will produce when fed into the same
computers, Even when large samples of tller;l are used along with sophisticated

calculations to do what is called "controlling variables, ' the resul'ting calculation

Has no significance in dealing with the.individual and limited value in dealing

‘with groups.

-

Ay}

This is not an argument that the social and behavioral sciences are

either uscless or unscientific. It is simply a 'statement about their limitations

19
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in the field of education. These ara,too frequently forgotten both by enthusiastic

researchérs and by naive laymen, who are overimpressed with the scientists'

-

mumbo-jumbo. Soinetimes this combination of enthusiasm by researchers and
simplistic respcnse from laymen holds dangers for education that researcéhers

may not have intended but for which they must bé held responsible. One of the

¥

8 g o Sl
best examples of such a situation is fourd in the way Christopher Jencks' book,
. o

B b
Inequality, was put before the public. A front page article in the New York Times

emphasizing Sandy Jencks' view that luck and personality factors were more -
inf,ortant than education in producing differentials in income was rapidly parlaye‘d

in popular articles and editorials across the United States into arguments that .
schools didn't matter and that money spent on schools was wasted® Coming at

3

a time when the economy was in trouble and when schools were facing new

~

-

compefitfon for public funds from other domestic social programs, the initial —_

result of Jencks' work was to hurt children. The counter—fix:é from knowledgeable

-

critics like Hénry Levin and Thomas Pettigrew did not appear in time or get the

public notice,to undo the harm that was done. Eventually Jencks himself got

+

around to wri’ting an Op-Ed piece in the. New York Times to say that he did not

favor reducing school expenditures. .

S

I might add that the public announcement of Jencks' findings came at a

v

time when the book was not yet available and was probably written by reporters

- . .

who hadn't read it or even scen it. I can recall being Jz.‘a.sk‘ed by a national

"television network program to discuss the béok the day after the Times' article

w

Ll
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appeared. When I declined on grounds of not having seen the ‘book, it was “

PO

suggested that I simply read the piece in the Times.

- <

I expect that there are some lessons in this experience for all of ug~~

educators, researchers, and the so-called "professionals" of the media. It~

« N ) , -
turned out, of course, that Jencks' main point was that education is not a very

efficient way to redistribute income cdmpared to taking money away from the
rich and giving it to the poor. There are, however, some other matters to

discuss besides education in 'conneptioxi with this more efficient approach to the

redistribut\i‘on of wealth.

* 3 »

- -

Particularly when we are addressing the large policy issues.in educatjon, .

"oiher ways of knowing," to use a phrase from earlier in these remarks,

-

frequently become more important tlian the social sciences. Consfder, for

-

D,
example, the Supreme Court decision of 1954 that it was unconstitutional for

ye

I

states to separate blacks from whites on the basis of race. While supporting

evidence from the social sciences about the effects of school segregation gave

*
[N

credibility to the decision, it was based primarily on legal, moral, and humanistic

N .

views with a long history. James Colerqan"in reflecting on the relationship of

social science research to school integration made a comment reported in
AN

. -

N
the August 24, 1975 New York Times Magazine:




Py

‘changes tley mfg}{t make if tf1e'y decided to reflect his views about children. in

- 2] -

~ +..''Let's suppose the 1966, research of mine had come out -
with the opposite conclusion--namely, that black children ]
did worse in the f)redominantly middle-class schools.. Should : -
the courts have used that as amargument ? I cannot envision S
a decision saying that segregation is constitutionally required . .
' becauge black children do better in segregated classrgoms."

The major decisions about education are controlled first of all by the
values that predomingfe in a society a;ld only indirectly influencg\d b;r research
studies. But that indirect influence can still be irr;portant’ and should not b.e ‘
q,riduly d%’wngraded. Think, for example, of the extensive research that has been
done on the mental; physical, and emotional development of childrex{. I don't
know whether this work is {egitimately called "education research" or n.ot,. bhut .

¥

it docs seem to mé that the h_‘alting process of changing school’ practices to take

El

into accdount what studies of child development reveal is one of the better

illustrations of how research can improvce education, The time lag between

b . ~

gt

new findings about human development and changes in the institutions that are

in thc business of develo_ping humans (schools and colleges) is totally different

- s

from the time lag between discoveries in the physical sciences anc} their
ap*plication to human affairs. The resistance of institutions to change accounts
for part of this lag, but' much of it comes from the difficulty of translating
research findings into forms that the schools can use. I would be 'willing

to b_et tha_t if you wereqto-ask the elementdry school p‘rix\;cipals of the Unitecf Stat‘;es‘

what Piaget hag to say that might be of importance to their schools and what

. L3
EY

their programs, most of them would have little to say on the subject. If this is
o .

true, it is not solely a critique of school principals.

-
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Much o'f what I have said here assumes an,instrumentalist approachto |,

research on education. There is, of course, a powert:ul argumént that scientific

. > research should bg primarily for the improvement of science. I do not want

-
\
A}

to deny the importance of that missibn._ But I do want to close these remarks

‘ ", with three asgertions: 1) There is an important job to do in improving the ciuality

*

of the activity that goes under the banner of /’educatiop research;'" 2) If the people

engaged in this activity want support for their efforts, they will_hav‘é to givé some

@

attention o making those effoxts produce demonstrably useful changes in

. education; and 3) They won't succeed in the mission of causing useful change

-8

. ") -
unless they learn to communicate with the people who must carry it out.

b

. ’ o
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